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Twentieth Century Historical Fiction 
 
Mara Dougall 
University of Strathclyde 
 
This article examines portrayals of visual artists in novels by Pat Barker and A.S. Byatt, focusing 
on aUWLVWV¶DSSHDO WRZULWHUVDQG WKHDVVRFLDWHGHWKLFDODQGDUWLVWLF FKDOOHQJHV ,W SURSRVHV WKDW
artist characters can offer creative ways of probing not only particular periods of history, but the 
creative process itself. 
 
The Scottish poet and academic David Kinloch has written extensively on ekphrasis, using 
+HIIHUQDQ¶VGHILQLWLRQRI µWKHYHUEDOUHSUHVHQWDWLRQRIYLVXDOUHSUHVHQWDWLRQ¶FLWHGLQ.LQORFKWR
WUDFHWKLVLQWHUHVWEDFNWRDQHQY\RIWKHSDLQWHU¶VµPRUHLPPHGLDWHDFFHVVWRWKHUHDO¶. He identifies 
WKLVDVµDFRPPRQSODFHIHHOLQJDPRQJZULWHUV¶:KLOVWHNSKUDVLVLVSUHGRPLQDQWO\DVVRFLDWHGZLWK
poetry (Krauth and Bowman 11), many novelists have written about visual artists, both real, like Tracy 
Chevalier's Vermeer (Girl with a Pearl Earring 1999), and imagined, as in Margaret Atwood's Cat's Eye 
(1988). There are also novelists whose characters occupy a type of middle ground, a no man's land 
between the fictionalised and the purely fictional, based, in varying degrees, on real life artists. All such 
QRYHOVVHHNWRLQYRNHWKHYLVXDODUWLVW¶VJD]HWKURXJKWKDWRIWKHZULWHU± an act which draws attention 
to the creative processes themselves and can thus tell us something about art, artists and their 
interactions with the world. Choosing which of these character models to adopt is a complex question, 
already familiar to writers of historical fiction. However, when dealing with the figure of the painter or 
potter, the issue seems particularly pertinent. Writers engaging in ekphrasis face the difficult task of 
recreating works of visual art on the page; taking an existing painter or painting as their subject 
somewhat negates this, as both writer and reader can refer to works already in the public domain ± 
creating a shortcut to a specific image. Yet, this handling of a real-life subject can place ethical, and thus 
artistic, restraints on the writer. To explore these issues, two novels with artists at their centre will be 
examined: Life Class (2007) by Pat Barker and The Children's Book (2009) by A. S. Byatt. These texts 
purposely limit the analysis to depictions of British artists at the turn of the last century. Both of these 
novels interrogate the ethical dilemmas artists face when deciding, not only what sort of art they will 
produce, but also how they will live their lives as artists within a broader society, constrained by social, 
class and gender expectations. An analysis thus not only reveals the ekphrastic techniques used by these 
authors, it also implicates them, as writers, in the ethical questions they raise. This article will first 
examine how novelists write about artists and their art, focusing on character choice and narrative point 
of view; it will then go on to ask why novelists write about artists, exploring the appeal of the artist as 
RXWVLGHUDQGWKHYDOXHRIWKHDUWLVW¶VJD]HILQDOO\LWZLOOGLVFXVVWKHLQVLJKWVWKHVHQRYHOVRIIHUDVWRWKH
role of the artist, their place in the world and how they engage with it.  
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Barker and Byatt, writing about the period of the First World War, have both opted for the 'no 
man's land' character model. Neither has set out to faithfully depict particular artists but both draw on 
specific sources. This section seeks to explore their differing character choices and ekphrastic 
techniques, and consider some of the artistic, political and ethical implications.  
 Barker's novel, set around the Slade in 1914, features real-life cameos from the likes of 
Augustus John and Henry Tonks, but her three main characters are the fictional artists Elinor Brooke, 
Paul Tarrant and Kit Neville. The critic Hermione Lee, reviewing for The Guardian newspaper, 
proposed this who's who of the group: 
The aggressive, sardonic, womanising Kit Neville, a Marinetti-like futurist, has a touch of 
(Christopher) Nevinson and a touch of (Mark) Gertler. The less confident, northern working-
class landscape painter Paul Tarrant is Paul Nash mixed with (Stanley) Spencer. The 
independent, androgynous crop-haired Elinor Brooke is like (Dora) Carrington without the 
eccentricity.   
But as Lee's summary suggests, it is not clear cut. Sometimes Barker borrows physical or personality 
traits but often the references relate to the art each produces. For example, aligning Kit with the Futurist 
PRYHPHQWFRXOGKHOSWKHUHDGHUYLVXDOLVHKLVµYHU\QRLV\SDLQWLQJV¶LC 35) of industrial subjects ± but 
WKDWZRXOGRQO\DSSO\WRUHDGHUVIDPLOLDUZLWK)XWXULVWZRUNVVXFKDV1HYLQVRQ¶V,QPainting and the 
Novel (1975) Jeffrey Meyers points out the potential problem with this approach:   
Through numerous specific allusions we know what visual images the novelists had in mind 
ZKHQPDNLQJWKHLUDQDORJLHV7KHLUYLVXDOLVDWLRQZDVEDVHGRQSDLQWLQJVWKH\NQRZZHOO«<HW
the novelists demand a knowledge more specialised and a memory more precise than even the 
most cultured and careful reader can command (1). 
However, Barker does not exclude. She is not just writing about paintings, and she is not actually writing 
about Nevinson. She ensures that Kit is a fully formed character in his own right, often bristling with 
palpable frustration (professional, social and sexual) that makes him lash out at his friends and want 
µWREXUQWKH1DWLRQDO*DOOHU\¶LC %DUNHU¶VGHIWFKDUDFWHULVDWLRQPHDQVKHUDUWLVWVDUHERWKUHIOHFWHG
in, and informed by, their art. So, with the harsh and provocative Kit, the reader does not need to know 
Nevinson, or Futurism, to know him; they can get a sense of his character through everything he says 
and does in the novel, and this, along with subject details, enables the reader to imagine the type of art 
such a personality might create. Are they then getting more or less out of the novel than a reader who 
simply joins the dots between the page and a painting they once saw in the Tate? 
µ6KRZGRQ
WWHOO¶LVWKHPDQWUDRIPDQ\FUHDWLYHZULWLQg classrooms and connects to Wolfgang 
Iser's reception-theory. One of Iser's concerns is the role of the reader in the construction of meaning 
in a text ± µILOOLQJLQWKHJDSVOHIWE\WKHWH[WLWVHOI¶,VHU,WLVDWUDQVIRUPDWLYHSURFHVVWKHJDSVLQ  
the text turn reader into writer ± or painter, as it happens. But readers are used to this, as Iser notes: 
µWKH KHUR LQ D QRYHO PXVW EH SLFWXUHG DQG FDQQRW EH VHHQWKH UHDGHU PXVW XVH KLV LPDJLQDWLRQ WR
synthesise the information given him, and so his pHUFHSWLRQLVVLPXOWDQHRXVO\ULFKHUDQGPRUHSULYDWH¶
(219). This process has been characterised by the writers and academics Krauth and Bowman as the 
WUDQVIHUHQFHRIDQLPDJHIURPWKHµPLQG-VFUHHQ¶RIWKHZULWHUWRWKDWRIWKHUHDGHUZKLFKWKH\DUJXH
renders all creative writing ekphrastic in nature (23), but rather than focusing on the accurate 
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replication of images or manipulation of responses, Iser is predominantly concerned with what is gained 
in translation.  
   ,VHU¶VDQDO\VLVVXJJHVWVWKDWWKHUHader with less of a grounding in fine art may have the richer 
experience, not only in creating their picture of characters like Kit, but in also picturing the art he 
creates. The problem identified by Meyers ± writers asking too much of readers ± is only problematic if 
the whole meaning of the text is bound up with pre-requisite knowledge. This could be considered elitist 
and is certainly not what Barker does. Meyers may well be underestimating both novelists and readers, 
and such a line of argument can quickly become politically questionable, as well as artistically fatal. 
During the act of creation, the only knowledge novelists should preoccupy themselves with is their own 
± whether acquired by personal experience or research. If a work of art is forced to convey the same 
exact meaning to everyone, to be experienced in precisely the same way by innumerable people with 
differing knowledge of the world, then it is reduced to the state of a road sign. Novels such as Life Class 
negate this by operating successfully on many levels, as this article will go on to demonstrate.  
,IZULWHUVOLNH%DUNHUGRQ¶WQHFHVVDULO\UHTXLUHWKDWUHDGHUVNQRZWKHDUWLVWVRUSDLQWLQJVWKH\
base their work on, it does raise the question of why they would base them on real life counterparts at 
all. Barker is a historical novelist rooted in realism, occupying the liminal space between history and 
ILFWLRQ DQG WKXV IDFHG ZLWK WKH WDVN RI FUHDWLQJ VRPHWKLQJ WKDW KDVQ¶W DFWXDOO\ H[LVWHG EXW WKDW LV
recognisable as believably of the period,WLVDTXDOLW\WKDWJRHVEDFNWR*HRUJH/XNDFV¶NH\GHILQLWLRQ
RI WKH WUXO\ KLVWRULFDO QRYHO DV WKH µGHULYDWLRQ RI WKH LQGLYLGXDOLW\ RI FKDUDFWHUV IURP WKH KLVWRULFDO
SHFXOLDULW\RIWKHLUDJH«¶,WIROORZVWKDWMXVWDVWKHFKDUDFWHUVLQKLVWRULFDOfiction are drawn from 
a particular time and place, so too is their art. Furthermore, the two things are not easily separated; 
ERWK%DUNHU¶VDQG%\DWW¶VQRYHOVDUHFKDUDFWHU-driven, the focus is on their development as a whole, but 
their art plays a symbolic part.  
:KLOVW LWPD\DSSHDUVLPSOHUWRWDNH/XNDFV¶ OLQHWRLWV OLWHUDOH[WUHPHDQGZULWHDERXWUHDO
historical figures, this in turn raises questions around the ethics of borrowing. Barker, whose 
Regeneration Trilogy included real life characters, primarily W.H.R. Rivers, has strong views on the 
subject, as the critic Fiona Tolan highlights: 
Discussing the careless or even malicious appropriation by novelists of real lives and real 
H[SHULHQFHV DV ILFWLRQDO µPDWHULDO¶ %DUNHU VWDWHV µLW
V D SRLQW DW ZKich writing fiction then 
EHFRPHVTXLWHGLVJXVWLQJ$V'HQQLV3RWWHUVDLGDOOZULWHUVKDYHEORRGRQWKHLUWHHWK¶%DUNHU
points to the moral imperative of the artist to at least deal honourably with his or her real-life 
subjects (378).  
Perhaps Barker's Slade composites help wipe away the worst of the blood. Yet ultimately, the aim of the 
QRYHOLVWLVWRWHOODJRRGVWRU\ZHOO$V%\DWWQRWHVLQKHUFULWLFLVPQRYHOLVWVDUHµDWOLEHUW\WRLQYHQW± as 
WKHKLVWRULDQDQGWKHELRJUDSKHUDUHQRW¶0Xch has been written on the tussles between 
history and fiction, and the blurred moral, political and artistic boundaries1 confronting the historical 
QRYHOLVW ZKDW LV LQWHUHVWLQJ LV WKDW %DUNHU¶V DQG %\DWW¶V YLVXDO DUWLVWV DUH IDFHG ZLWK VLPLODU FULVHV
regarding what the duty of the artist is and what makes a fit subject for art. 
This is most overtly addressed by Byatt through her potter protagonist, Benedict Fludd; within 
an array of real-life references and fictionalised characters, Fludd appears to be loosely based on Eric 
*LOOZLWKRQHRIWKHNH\VLPLODULWLHVEHLQJERWKDUWLVWV¶LQDSSURSULDWHXVHRIWKHLUGDXJKWHUVDVVH[XDOLVHG
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PRGHOV$V*LOO¶VRZQVXEMHFWVDUHKLJKO\TXHVWLRQDEOHVRPHPD\WKHQDUJXHWKDWKHKLPVHOILVDQXQILW
VXEMHFWIRU%\DWW¶VDrt, and with Gill, Byatt is venturing into territory that has proved problematic for 
non-fiction writers. Fiona McCarthy's 1989 biography of the sculptor and designer was not only 
FULWLFLVHGIRUEHLQJ µPRUDOO\EOLQG¶EXWDOVRIRUSXEOLFLVLQJ*LOO
VVH[XDO practices whilst his daughter 
Petra, a victim of his abuse, was still alive (Harrison 1989). Twenty years later, Byatt's novel The 
Children's Book returns to the theme of the harmful artist-SDUHQWDQGZLWKWKHGHVFULSWLRQVRI)OXGG¶V
secret erotic sculptures, she, like Barker, questions the position of artist, writer, and indeed reader, as 
YR\HXU+RZHYHU%\DWW¶VFKDUDFWHUGLIIHUVIURP*LOOLQPDQ\DVSHFWVRQHEHLQJWKHIDFWKHLVDSRWWHU
rather than a stone carver. His medium has symbolic significance however and Byatt affords its 
materials and processes considerable attention. Here, we see the workshop through the eyes of Fludd's 
apprentice who has been looking at the local clays: 
Fludd did import, by train, a pale creamy clay from Dorset, which he used to make pouring slip, 
or engobe, and mixed with the red clay to lighten it. Philip learned to pound or sieve this clay, 
and mix it in water. He learned to revolve the clays in the bladed pug-mill...He learned to mix 
clay bodies and later to mix glazes (CB 128).  
These simple descriptions evoke vivid sensory responses; we are told only actions, yet we somehow 
smell the earthiness, imagine the sound of the pouring slip, feel the slick watered clay. Philip's direct, 
unsentimental observations leave plenty of room for the reader. The tactile nature of the medium is also 
a recurring theme in this novel where all sorts of bodies mix.   
By distancing Fludd from Gill in this way Byatt is perhaps affording herself more space. Yet 
whilst her depiction of Fludd does not have to stay close to a real-life counterpart, he does have to ring 
true as a character. Fludd is certainly out of the ordinary; he's a manic-depressive creative genius who 
sexually abuses his daughters. But Byatt always shows us the human as well as the artist, however flawed 
KHPD\EH+HKDVµEODFNSHULRGV¶KHWHOOVWKHDPXVLQJO\IOXVWHUHGSULHVWWKDWKHKDVQRZLOODQGOLNHQV
KLPVHOIWRDµEDWWOHJURXQG¶DQGDµZHUHZROI¶CB 113). His actions may not be palatable, but we at least 
achieve some insight into his character and motivations.    
Indeed, strong characterisation is not only key to portraying a believable artist ± it also plays 
an important part in bringing the artworks themselves to life. As previously established, each reader 
will paint themselves a picture, whether from memory (accurate or not) of a real painting, or from their 
imagination based on information given. Barker and Byatt both offer descriptions of their artists' work 
at certain points, but instead of merely describing visual details, they present it more effectively by 
showing us the reactions characters have to them. As the critic Ruth Hoberman notes: 
7KH DFW RI ORRNLQJ DW DUW«LV DQ DFW RI FRPPXQLRQ ZLWK WKH DUWLVW¶V WHPSHUDPHQW )LFWLYH
accounts emphasize the shock of this communion when it works, or the disillusionment that 
IROORZV ZKHQ WKH YLHZHU ILQGV KLPVHOI XQDEOH WR MRLQ LQ ZKDW *UHHQEODWW FDOOV µHQFKDQWHG
ORRNLQJ¶ 
This makes the act of looking particularly interesting when the looker is themselves an artist, viewing 
either the work of another, or indeed their own completed creation. For Barker and Byatt this is explored 
very delicately through their use of close third person narration. The free, indirect style allows the point 
of view not only to shift focus from character to character, but to slip in and out of their thoughts too. 
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We are able to see art through their eyes at the same time as observing them, like in the case of Philip 
and his momentous encounter with Fludd's Todefright pot: 
It was a large earthenware vessel, that bellied out and curved in again, to a tall neck with a fine 
lip. The glaze was silver-gold, with veilings of aqua-marine. The light flowed round the surface, 
like clouds reflected in water. It was a watery pot. There was a vertical rhythm of rising stems, 
waterweeds, and a dashing horizontal rhythm of irregular clouds of black-brown wriggling 
commas, which turned out, inspected closely, to be lifelike tadpoles with translucent tails...This 
was what he had come to look for. His fingers moved inside its contours on an imaginary wheel. 
Its form clothed his sense of the shape of his body. He stood stock still and stared (CB 23). 
The Todefright pot has called out to Philip. The movement in the design contrasts with his frozen awe. 
The pot throbs with natural forms and the language used is again sensual ± watery, rhythmic. Alive with 
tadpoles, a visual reminder of the urge to create. Philip's reaction to the pot marks out both he and its 
creator, Fludd, as possessed of true artistic vision. Fludd's pots are admired by many characters, 
including the writer Olive Wellwood and the supposed connoisseur Prosper Cain, but it is Philip who 
IHHOVWKHP+HIHHOVWKHPµFORWKH¶KLP 
Of Barker's three main characters, the one we see most is Paul Tarrant. Her close third person 
narration lets us experience his thoughts and insecurities. We too can hear the voice of Paul's 
JUDQGPRWKHULQKLVKHDGWHOOLQJKLPWRµhave nowt to do with nancy-boy stuff like art¶LC 6). But he 
struggles on, dissatisfied with his VW\OHZKLFK.LWVHFUHWO\ODEHOVµDQDHPLFSDVWRUDO¶ODFNLQJRULJLQDOLW\
and force (LC 85). It isn't until he gets to Ypres that Paul feels his work progress. There he paints a 
picture of a gowned, masked figure infusing a gangrenous wound with hydrogen pHUR[LGHµWKHZRUVW
DVSHFWRIKLVGXWLHVDVDQRUGHUO\¶LC +HGHVFULEHVWKHILJXUHVLQWKHSDLQWLQJDVµDZKLWH-swaddled 
PXPP\LQWHQWRQFDXVLQJSDLQ7KHSDWLHQWZDVQRWKLQJPHUHO\DEORERIWRUWXUHGQHUYHV¶DQGKLV
reaction to his own work is extreme. He sees it as something separate from him, but is at the same time 
obsessed by it. In the illness following its completion he feels the painting has infected him. He knows 
he has created something powerful but sees that power as essentially malevoleQW µLQWHQWRQFDXVLQJ
SDLQ¶LC 203). It is his Dr Frankenstein moment and Barker lets the reader feel the full force of it. It is 
also his Dr W.H.R. Rivers2 PRPHQW DV WKH SDLQWLQJ¶V V\PEROLVP WRXFKHV DJDLQ RQ %DUNHU
V NH\
Regeneration (1991) theme: the need to remember, or witness, and the inevitable pain of doing so. It is 
as problematic for the artist as for the psychologist.  
It is interesting to consider in contrast, a novel in which the lack of characterisation fails to 
adequately conjure even the most well-known of painting styles. In W. Somerset Maugham's The Moon 
and SixpenceWKHFKDUDFWHURI&KDUOHV6WULFNODQGD/RQGRQVWRFNEURNHUµJRQHQDWLYH¶LQ7DKLWLLVKLV
version of Gauguin. Maugham may be considered on safe ground in choosing one of the most famous 
of the expressionist painters, but the lack of characterisation in both artist and narrator leaves the 
UHDGHUFROG,WLVSDUWLFXODUO\SUREOHPDWLFDVWKHQRYHOFODLPVWRIRUHJURXQGWKHDUWLVW¶VSHUVRQDOLW\µ,I
WKDW
VVLQJXODU¶WKHQDUUDWRUVD\Vµ,DPZLOOLQJWRH[FXVHDWKRXVDQGIDXOWV¶2YHUWKHFRXUVHRIWKH
novel the reader is inclined to disagree, but here Maugham is making a point about the nature of genius 
± does it necessarily set one apart from society?   
Should great artists be judged in the same way as mere mortals, or excused as Nietzschean 
supermen?  This question leads to an examination of the appeal artists have for writers, and readers, 
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DQGWDNHVXVWRZDUGVDQVZHULQJDTXHVWLRQUDLVHGLQWKHDQDO\VLVRI%DUNHUDQG%\DWW¶VPore successful 
characterisation ± if readers are more interested in the characters than the art, then why make the 
characters artists in the first place? 
µ2QO\DUWLVWV«¶EHJLQV 1LHW]VFKH µKDYHJLYHQ PHQ H\HV DQGHDUV WR VHHDQG KHDUZLWKVRPH
pleasure what each man is KLPVHOI«RQO\WKH\KDYHWDXJKWXVWKHDUWRIYLHZLQJRXUVHOYHVDVKHURHV± 
IURPDGLVWDQFHDQGDVLWZHUHVLPSOLILHG¶+HJRHVRQWRFRQFOXGHWKDWµRQO\DUWLVWV¶DUHFDSDEOH
of revealing deeper truths to humanity about itself. This could then suggest that the novelist, writing 
about the painter, is somehow double-dipping into the well of artistic truth-telling. The key word in 
1LHW]VFKH¶VTXRWDWLRQLV µGLVWDQFH¶$UWLVWVPD\VWULYHWRWHOOWUXWKVRUTXHVWLRQEHFDXVHWKH\DUHQRW
only observers, but often outsiders less bound by social conventions. There is a strong tradition of 
bohemianism3 which can bring liberation. The freedom of the artist can be seen as important because 
SDUWRI WKHLU UROHDVGHILQHGE\ WKHDUWLVWDQGDFDGHPLF&DURO\Q 0F.D\ LV WR µHQJDJHFULWLFDOO\ZLWK
hegemonic discourses, often in the public sphere, to identify and FKDOOHQJH QRUPDWLYH SDUDPHWHUV¶
(335). 
%\DWW¶V%DUNHU¶VDQGHYHQ0DXJKDP¶VDUWLVWVDUHXQFRQYHQWLRQDOLQWKHLURZQZD\VEXWXQLWHG
in their struggle to create. This is what drives their character developments and narrative arcs. The critic 
Grace Stewart VHHVLWDVDIRUPRIP\WKLFTXHVWV\PEROLVLQJµPRGHUQPDQ
VVHDUFKIRUH[LVWHQFHLQD
PHDQLQJOHVVXQLYHUVH¶DQGVKHOLNHQVWKHDUWLVW¶VTXHVWWRWKDWIRUWKH+RO\*UDLOQLUYDQDRUWKHZRPE
$QGRIFRXUVHWKHSDLQWHU¶VRUSRWWHU¶VTXHVWRIIHUVDKandy stand-in for that of the novelist, and 
can offer writers a form of indirect catharsis.  
In Byatt's The Children's Book Philip's quest is of epic Victorian proportions. Running away 
from home in the industrial north he camps out in the South Kensington Museum where he sketches 
WKH*ORXFHVWHU&DQGOHVWLFNE\GD\DQGVOHHSVE\QLJKWµLQWKHVKULQHRIDQROGGHDGVDLQW¶CB 13). He is 
taken in, then apprenticed to Fludd, and it is at his pottery on the Kent marshes where Philip pursues 
his quest, creating beautiful pots and firing his sense of self, in the time-honoured tradition of Kentish 
Pips. The mentor/mentee relationship works both ways, with Philip working as a calming and ordering 
influence on his master. Fludd battles on with his kilns and his glazes but through Philip we see the full 
trajectory of the 'quest' in action.  
Philip makes a proclamation of intention early in the novel; when asked why he ran away from 
KRPHKHUHVSRQGVµ,ZDQWHG,ZDQWHGWRPDNHVRPHWKLQJ¶CB 13). Olive Wellwood assumes he wants 
to make something of his life, but the reader is able to see beyond Philip's inarticulateness through his 
VHFWLRQVRIFORVHWKLUGSHUVRQQDUUDWLRQµ+HGLGQ
WWKLQNH[DFWO\LQODQJXDJH+HQRWLFHGWKLQJV7KH
dabbing movement of a duck... Fish sqXLUPLQJLQPXG3DWWHUQVPDGHE\WKHZLQG¶CB 157).         
/LNH3KLOLS%DUNHU¶V3DXO7DUUDQWLVDER\IURPWKHQRUWKZKRVHHNVKLVLQVSLUDWLRQLQQDWXUH
When we meet him, he is struggling to find his artistic style, storming out of the life class after criticism 
IURP7RQNVZKRDVNVKLPµ,VWKDWUHDOO\WKHEHVW\RXFDQGR"¶:KHQKHUHSOLHVLQWKHDIILUPDWLYH7RQNV
IROORZVXSZLWKWKHFUXVKLQJµ7KHQZK\GRLW"¶LC 5). It is a question Paul wrestles with for the rest of 
the novel, but he is a different artist by the time he finishes his painting near the battlefields of Ypres: 
µ0\ JRG ,W ORRNHG DV LI LW KDG EHHQ SDLQWHG E\ VRPHERG\ HOVH¶ LC 203). The war has made him a 
different person. The cut and infection in his finger are symbolic. In the trenches of the western front 
they learn that mud is their biggest enemy, infecting wounds and causing gangrene. The war infects 
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Paul and his work. The fact it is mud is particularly pertinent; it is the land getting under Paul's skin, 
and he comes to see the importance of it for him as an artist. Towards the end of the novel he sees the 
GHYDVWDWLRQWKHZDUKDVEURXJKWWRWKH%HOJLDQFRXQWU\VLGHDQGZULWHVWR(OLQRUµ,IHOWWKHKRUURURIWKDW
landscape almost more than I feel for the dying. It's a dreadful thing to say...but the land we hold in 
WUXVW¶LC 199). It is a powerful moment and any reader who is a fan of Paul Nash's work can't help but 
IHHODWLQJOH7KHVWRU\ LVQRWGLPLQLVKHGIRUWKRVHZKRGRQ¶WPDNHWKHFRQQHFWLRQ ± but it does add 
another layer of appreciation, summoning the brutalised landscapes of tree stumps and churned earth 
that would make Nash famous. We see through the character of Paul Tarrant the artist finding his great 
subject. It is exciting and heart-breaking. Growth as an artist has come at great personal cost.    
But war is all pervasive and artists of every sort had to ask themselves how to respond. It is a 
question still being considered over a hundred years on, by the likes of Barker herself, whose great 
subject is arguably the 'great' war. She, writing in the twenty-first century, faces a different set of ethical 
questions from Paul Tarrant. However, she can still use him and her other artist characters to 
vicariously explore the question of how artists respond to war. The critic Fiona Tolan has observed a 
µVLJQLILFDQWDQGUHWXUQLQJDQ[LHW\LQWKHWH[WUHJDUGLQJWKHSURSHQVLW\IRUREVHUYDWLRQRUZLWQHVVLQJWR
WUDQVPXWH LQWRYR\HXULVP DQGH[SORLWDWLRQ¶ :H ILQG WKLV LQ WKH WH[W¶VPDQ\ PLUURUV%DUNHU
V
signature 'doubling' effects and in the two incidents where Paul, in attempting to thwart peeping toms, 
inadvertently becomes the peeping tom. Similarly, in questioning the suitability of the war as a subject 
for art, Barker is bringing in not only her own work, but the reader that so eagerly consumes it. 
As illustrated previously, Paul's decision to paint the war as he sees it is ultimately an 
HPSRZHULQJRQH%XWWKHTXHVWLRQRIZKDWDQDUWLVW¶VVXEMHFWDQGGXW\VKRXOGEHOLHVDWWKHKHDUWRI
ERWK%DUNHUDQG%\DWW¶VQRYHOVDQGWKLVILQDOVHFWLRQVHHNVWRFRQWH[WXDOLVHWKHLUFKDUDFWHUV¶SODFHZLWKLQ
society. In Life Class, Elinor tries to keep the war at a distance, despite going to Ypres. She likens the 
WRZQWRD'XWFKSDLQWLQJWKDWµORYHVLWVRZQOLIHWKHDUPLHVFDQPDUFKDOORYHULWDQGLWGRHVQ
WFDUH¶
(LC 178). But that is Elinor's view; Ypres probably does care. It will be in ruins before long.  
(OLQRUVHHPVWRSDUWLFXODUO\REMHFW WR WKHZD\ WKHZDUKDVEHHQIRLVWHGRQWKHPVD\LQJ µ,W
V
unchosen, it's passive, and I don't tKLQNWKDW
VDSURSHUVXEMHFWIRUDUW¶LC 176). Paul wrestles with these 
opinions but ultimately finds that position untenable. By the end of the novel the reader is tempted to 
DJUHH+HLVE\WKDWSRLQWWKHQRYHO¶VKHDUWDQGVRXO,QWKHODVWOLQH%DUNHr leaves us with Paul, lying 
LQEHGZLWK(OLQRUµZDLWLQJSDWLHQWO\IRUKHUWRZDNHXS¶LC 247). Elinor isn't damned for her position, 
though it is characterised as a selfish one. The reader detects some sympathy for her argument that 
artistic self-expression is the most important thing. But other characters see that the real battle is not 
to ignore the war, but to survive it, to experience it (directly or indirectly) and to create regardless. 
It is perhaps Elinor who comes closest to Charles Strickland's artistic vacuum in their shared 
denial of relativism. As Tolan points out: 
Elinor believes that art bears no responsibility to history: it has value in itself without external 
reference to any consequential goods that it may impart (384). 
This standpoint does however leave the artist occupying rather lonely ground ± arguably their  natural 
habitat. Elinor doesn't want to be bound by the Joycean nets, or barbed wire, of history. Her experience 
of the war is different to Paul's, as is her experience of being an artist; she is a woman. Initially their 
outsider status brought them together ± her gender, his class. Both had to fight factions of their family 
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WRJHWWRWKH6ODGH,URQLFDOO\ERWKIDPLOLHV
DUJXPHQWVFHQWUHGRQJHQGHUVWHUHRW\SHV3DXO
VWKDWLW¶V
nancy-ER\LVKDQGXQPDVFXOLQHWRSDLQW(OLQRU
VWKDWLW¶VGLVUHSXWDEOHDQGXQIHPLQLQH 
In The Children's Book, Philip, despite his working-class roots, manages to make himself an 
artist. For his sister Elsie, who is both working-class and female, there is little hope. When their mother 
GLHVVKHOHDYHV3KLOLSKHUEUXVKHVDQG(OVLHKHUVHZLQJNLWWKRXJK(OVLHµZRXOGKDYHUDWKHUKDYHKDG
WKHEUXVKHV¶CB 209). When Fludd discovers her making her own pots he asks her to model for him. 
Elsie's first thought is, µKHPLJKWKDYHORRNHGDWKHUOLWWOHSRWVDVZHOODVKHUIDFHDQGRWKHUSDUWVRIKHU¶
(CB 211). The only spheres open to her are the domestic or the sexual. In the end she finds fulfilment as 
a mother, but we cannot help remembering that she might still have preferred the artist's brush.    
7KHFULWLF*UDFH6WHZDUWVWDWHVWKDWµ7KHGLOHPPDRIWKHDUWLVWLVGRXEO\IUXVWUDWLQJIRUDZRPDQ¶
6KHDUJXHVWKDWFRQYHQWLRQDOP\WKRORJLHVWHOOXVµWKHSURFUHDWLYHRWKHU-directed, and nourishing 
role of woman iVDQWLWKHWLFDOWRWKHUROHRIWKHDUWLVW¶6WHZDUWVHHVWKHDUWLVWDVWUDGLWLRQDOO\WRUQ
between the need to be aloof from life, and the need to be immersed in it, or what Maurice Beebe has 
FDOOHGUHVSHFWLYHO\µ7KH,YRU\7RZHU¶DQGµ7KH6DFUHG)RQW¶(Beebe 1964, 13, quoted in Stewart 12). But 
for Stewart the choice for women is to either sacrifice their art to their womanhood or their womanhood 
to their art. Elinor's short hair is a symbol of this struggle. It makes her mother take her artistic 
ambitiRQVVHULRXVO\ZKHQQRWKLQJHOVHZRXOGWKRXJKVKHWKHQOLNHQVKHUVHOIWRµDQXQVHWWLQJVDLOIRU
JRG¶LC 79) ± de-sexed. 
It is difficult to consider women artists in this period without thinking of To the Lighthouse 
(Woolf 1927), and hearing like Lily BriVFRH WKRVH UHFXUULQJ OLQHV µ:RPHQFDQ
W ZULWH:RPHQFDQ
W
SDLQW¶/LO\VSHQGVPXFKRIWKHQRYHOWU\LQJWRVWD\DORRIHQRXJKIURPOLIHWRFUHDWHVRPHWKLQJ
defining herself against the maternal figure of Mrs Ramsay, though she is also powerfully drawn to her. 
$FFRUGLQJWR6WHZDUWµ/LO\SHUFHLYHVWKHFDQYDVDVKHUDUPRXUDJDLQVWKXPDQUHODWLRQVKLSVWKDWZRXOG
GUDLQKHU¶6LPLODUO\(OLQRUWXUQVGRZQWZRSURSRVDOVRIPDUULDJHQRWZDQWLQJµWREHLQWKHNLWFKHQ
FRRNLQJGLQQHU¶LC 91). Towards the HQGRIWKHQRYHOVKHZULWHVWR3DXOµ,ISDLQWLQJPDWWHUV\RXKDYH
WRJLYH\RXUOLIHWRLWDQGWKDW
VZKDW,
PGRLQJ¶LC 228). The use of sacrificial language is powerful; we 
DUHUHPLQGHGRIWKHHDUOLHULPDJHRIWKHQXQWKHFORLVWHUVµ7KH,YRU\7RZHU¶ but also of the battlefields 
where the ultimate sacrifice was actually made ± by hundreds and thousands ± of men. 
Although none of the novels offer any single answer as to how the artist should live, they raise 
interesting questions applicable to artists of all forms ± including the writers of novels. We have seen 
that the artist must grapple with certain external forces: war, politics, family, gender, and class. There 
is also the artist's personal quest to find their form, their subject ± their self; to follow the process of 
creation and the perils of sending something out into the world. Like anxious mothers, doomed to 
produce orphans, thanks to Roland Barthes4. And indeed, for the artist the struggle between life and art 
is all, they are not only guaranteed a metaphorical death, biology insists upon it. But art can outlive. So 
the artist must ask themselves whether their short life should be spent living to the full or working 
furiously towards immortality. The question is quasi-religious in its scale. Perhaps painters in the end 
are so appealing for other artists to consider because they offer the ultimate redemption narrative. Of 
all the disciplines theirs was historically the most reluctant to convey success on the living, just consider 
the big names: van Gogh, Gauguin, Cezanne, Vermeer, Lautrec, El Greco; famous now not only on the 
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walls of galleries around the world, but immortalised ± fictionalised ± between the pages, whether they 
like it or not. 
 
Notes 
1 This ongoing debate has not only been interrogated by critics such as Byatt, but also literary 
WKHRULVWVVXFKDV/XERPLU'ROH]DOLQµ3RVVLEOH:RUOGVRI)LFWLRQDQG+LVWRU\¶New Literary History. 
Vol.29, No.4 (Autumn 1998). 
2 W.H.R. Rivers, famed anthropologist and psychologist, appears in all three Regeneration 
novels.     
3 0DQ\FULWLFVWUDFHWKLVXVHRIWKHWHUPEDFNWR0XUJHU¶VScènes de la vie de bohème (1851). 
$V7LFNQHUIRUH[DPSOHSXWVLWµ0XUJHU¶VHQGXULQJSRSXODULW\«VHFXUHGWKHLPDJHRIWKHURRtless, 
free-living and heroically anti-ERXUJHRLVERKHPLDQ¶ 
4 %DUWKHVVHPLQDOHVVD\µ'HDWKRIWKH$XWKRU¶DUJXHVWKDWDXWKRUVDQGFULWLFVLPSRVH
OLPLWVRQWH[WVDQGWKDWWRµJLYHZULWLQJLWVIXWXUH«WKHELUWKRIWKHUHDGHUPXVWEHDWWKHFRVWRIWKH
GHDWKRIWKH$XWKRU¶ 
                                                          
FORUM | ISSUE 27  10 
 
 
Works Cited 
Barker, Pat. Life Class. London: Hamish Hamilton, an imprint of Penguin Books. 2007. Print. 
%DUWKHV5RODQGµ7KHGHDWKRIWKHDXWKRU¶Modern Criticism and Theory: A Reader. Ed. Lodge, David. 
London and New York: Longman. 1988: 167-171. Print 
Beebe, Maurice. Ivory Towers and Sacred Fonts: The Artist as Hero in Fiction from  Goethe to Joyce. 
New York: New York University Press. 1964:13. Quoted by, Stewart, Grace. A New Mythos: The 
Novel of the Artist as Heroine 1897 ± 1977. St Alban's and Montreal: Eden Press Women's 
Publications Inc. 1979. Print. 
Byatt, A. S. The Children's Book. London: Vintage. 2010. Print 
Byatt, A. S. On Histories and Stories: Selected Essays. London: Chatto & Windus, 2000. Print. 
Dolezal, LubomiUµ3RVVLEOH:RUOGVRI)LFWLRQDQG+LVWRU\¶New Literary History. Vol.29, No.4. 1998: 
785-809. Web.  
Goldberg, Gerald Jay. 'The Artist-Novel in Translation'. English Fiction in Translation. 4. 1961: 25. 
Quoted by, Stewart, Grace. A New Mythos: The Novel of the Artist as Heroine 1897 ± 1977. St 
Alban's and Montreal: Eden Press Women's Publications Inc. 1979. Print. 
Harrison, Barbara. µ$ /RYHU
V 4XHVW IRU $UW DQG *RG¶. The New York Times. May 7, 1989. 
http://www.nytimes.com/1989/05/07/books/perversity-raised-to-a-principle.html. Accessed 
14/10/2017. Web. 
Hoberman, Ruth. Museum Trouble: Edwardian Fiction and the Emergence of Modernism. 
Charlottesville and London: University of Virginia Press. 2011. Print.  
Iser, Wolfgang. 'The reading process: a phenomenological approach'. In: Lodge, David, ed. Modern 
Criticism and Theory: A Reader. London and New York: Longman. 1988: 215 ± 219. Print. 
.LQORFK'DYLGµ7KH3RHWLQWKH$UW*DOOHU\$FFRXQWLQJIRU(NSKUDVLV¶New Writing. Vol.7, Iss.1. 2010: 
19-29. Web.  
.UDXWK1LJHODQG%RZPDQ&KULVWRSKHU µ(NSKUDVLV DQGWKH:ULWLQJ3URFHVV¶ New Writing. Vol.15, 
Iss.1. 2018: 11-30. Web. 
/HH+HUPLRQHµ7RE\¶V5RRPE\3DW%DUNHU± DUHYLHZ¶The Guardian. Aug 10, 2012.  
            https://www.theguardian.com/books/2012/aug/10/toby-room-pat-barker-review. Accessed 
10/10/2017. Web. 
Lukacs, George. The Historical Novel. London: Merlin Press, 1962. Print. 
Maugham, W. Somerset. The Moon and Sixpence. London: Vintage. 1999. Print. 
0F.D\&DURO\Qµ&RYHUWWKHDUWLVWDVYR\HXU¶Surveillance & Society. Vol.11, Iss.3. 2013: 334-353. Web.  
Meyers, Jeffrey. Painting and the Novel. Manchester: Manchester University Press. 1975. Print. 
Nietzsche, Friedrich. The Gay Science. Translated by Walter Kaufmann. New York and Toronto: 
Random House, Inc.1974. Print. 
Stewart, Grace. A New Mythos: The Novel of the Artist as Heroine 1897 ± 1977. St Alban's and 
Montreal: Eden Press Women's Publications Inc. 1979. Print. 
6WXUURFN-XQHµ$UWLVWVDV3DUHQWVLQ$6%\DWW
V7KH&KLOGUHQ
V*DPHDQG,ULV0XUGRFK
V7KH*RRG
$SSUHQWLFH¶Connotations. Vol.20, No.1. 2010:108. Web. 
7LFNQHU/LVDµ%RKHPLDQLVPDQGWKH&XOWXUDO)LHOGTrilby and Tarr¶Art History. Vol.34, No.5. 2011: 
978-1011. Web. 
FORUM | ISSUE 27  11 
 
 
7RODQ)LRQDµ3DLQWLQJ:KLOH5RPH%XUQV(WKLFVDQG$HVWKHWLFVLQ3DW%DUNHU
Vµ/LIH&ODVV¶DQG=DGLH
6PLWK
Vµ2Q%HDXW\¶Tulsa Studies in Women's Literature. Vol.29, No.2. 2010: 378. Web. 
  
FORUM | ISSUE 27  12 
 
 
Author Biography  
Mara is in the first year of a Creative Writing PhD at the University of Strathclyde, where she 
previously completed a Creative Writing MRes. She has a first class honours degree in 
English Literature and Slavonic Studies from the University of Glasgow. She is a published 
fiction writer.. 
 
